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Law School Report
Barbara A. Sherk ’02,
Director of Academic
Support.

The final push
Supporting students from
admission to the bar exam –
and beyond

U

B Law School is bolstering
its efforts to support students playing the endgame
of the Law School experience – the post-graduation
challenge of passing a state bar exam.
The school is offering courses for second- and third-year students focusing
on the analytical and writing skills that
translate into bar exam success, as well
as personalized coaching for those having trouble with the challenging twoday exam.
At the forefront of this effort is an
alumna, Barbara A. Sherk ’02, who recently was appointed to the UB Law
faculty as director of academic support.
The Law School’s support strategy
seems to be working. The pass rate for
UB Law students taking the New York
State bar exam is better than the state
average, and in recent years has been
running around 80 percent. Results
from the July 2006 exam show that UB
Law’s pass rate for first-time takers has
jumped to 84 percent. When the results
from bar exams of other states are factored in, the rate is over 87 percent.
“The Law School is extremely interested in following through with its
grads and offering them this kind of
support,” Sherk said. “Students make a
big investment in money and time, and
we want people to be successful at
whatever bar exam they take.
“We feel that we owe our grads and
our students an opportunity to perform
better – to get a leg up on preparing for
the bar exam. Until you actually take it,
you have no idea how strenuous the
exam is. My job is to show people how
to survive this – how to function properly, how to study and prepare, and
how to write for the bar exam – and for
life beyond the exam.

24

“This affects people’s lives. If you fail
the bar, you are out of the loop. In this
profession, the first question people
ask you is, ‘Have you heard your bar
results yet?’ It is very stressful.”
The school’s support begins with
two specialized classes taught by
Sherk, the fall-semester course “Critical
Concepts in Legal Research and Writing” mostly for second-year students,
and a course in “Advanced Analysis in
Research and Writing,” offered in the
spring for third-year students. Because
the bar exam involves a writing component, that skill is heavily stressed.
Gerald Bamberger ’99, teaches “Doctrines of American Jurisprudence.”
The two-semester course emphasizes
legal analysis skills, so crucial in Law
School and on the bar exam. He also
includes strategies for the multiplechoice portions of the bar exam.
“I do not see the bar exam as that
unique,” Sherk said. “It obviously has
its own form and its own challenges.
But I am still addressing performance
in a legal environment. You have to get
at the critical thinking component of
what it means when people say, ‘You
will learn to think like a lawyer.’
“I try to help them learn to study in
an organized fashion and how to use
the information they get from a bar
prep course. The idea is to show them
how to manage and think and write in
a clear, concise, persuasive fashion for
a particular audience. How do you survive three months of tough studying
and then two days of exams? It is very
arduous.”
This close contact, Sherk said, continues all the way to the exam, which
in New York State is administered in
February and July. She keeps in touch
by fax, e-mail and phone. “My job is to
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Results from the
July 2006 exam
show that UB Law’s
pass rate for first-time
takers has jumped to
84 percent. When the
results from bar
exams of other states
are factored in, the
rate is over
87 percent.

keep people focused and to give them
whatever advice they need,” she said,
“whether it is substantive advice on
how they should write better, or sometimes just a pep talk. Those kinds of
things are very helpful, because the bar
exam is in many instances a mind
game. You have to study, but you also
have to be able to produce. You have
to stay focused for a few months, and
that is not easy to do.”
But, of course, some graduates are
not successful on the first try. At that
point the school’s involvement takes
the form of individual support. Sherk

meets with them on request as they
study for another attempt at the exam,
marking up their practice essays and
talking over strategies for the test. “The
problems vary by individual,” Sherk
said. “They do not want to sit in a class
with 10 other people who failed, too.
They seem to thrive better with individual attention.”
She and Vice Dean Melinda Saran
also have traveled to offer that support
to grads in New York City, through the
UB Law Alumni Association chapter
there, as well as in Buffalo.
Sherk’s work in academic support is

an outgrowth of her master’s degree
work in how best to help people pass
professional licensing exams. Applying
the tenets of educational theory to the
particular demands of the bar exam,
she was able to design coursework and
coaching strategies that improve testtakers’ critical thinking abilities. “There
is a science to multiple-choice examinations,” she said. “I expanded that to
the writing portion of the bar exam and
to develop the kinds of approaches
that can be successful.”
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